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Sebastian Cabot stories relate to a voyage totally different from those of John Cabot, and that among them there is contained evidence that its date was 1508-9. To him is therefore due the greatest advance in the critical treatment of the evidence. He propounded it so modestly that it has not everywhere received the attention it deserves,1
It will be convenient first to consider this question of the date. In the early part of this volume there are printed fifteen testimonies to Sebastian Cabot's voyage, some of comparatively slight importance, but every one containing some distinctive contribution to the problem. The majority of these accounts do not assign any date to the voyage, but there are some which do, and they are mutually contradictory. Two of them, printed respectively by the Venetian historian Ramusio in 1550 and by the Portuguese Galvano in 1563, assert that Sebastian led his expedition in 1496. That we know to be an improbable year for any such voyage, for the first of the series was made, according to the best evidence, by John Cabot in 1497, Now Galvano, as will presently be shown, was guilty of a muddle, His story is a composite one combining elements from John Cabot's pioneer expedition with others from Sebastian's Arctic adventure, and his date, if he had any valid ground for it, was drawn from the grant of the original patent to the Cabot family in 1496. As for the account printed by Ramusio and obtained by him from an unnamed gentleman of Mantua, it is a confusion of hearsay and demonstrable anachronisms emanating from a mind devoid of the chronological sense. That will be proved in full on a later page, and meanwhile I ask the reader provisionally to accept my assurance that its testimony to the date of 1496 is not worth serious consideration. Next we have an allusion to Sebastian Cabot in a description of Florida written by the Huguenot captain, Jean Ribault, in 1563. He says that the voyage was in 1498, but his details are those of an exploration of the present United States coastline, and not of the Arctic. We know that in 1498 such an exploration was made, although by John Cabot, Ribault therefore was correct in all but the name of the commander, and his statement is not good evidence about Sebastian Cabot's voyage. It must be remembered that none of the contemporary letters that form the basis of John Cabot's history were known in the mid-sixteenth century, and that many writers of that period had never so much as heard his name,
1 I must here apologize for the very curt allusion made to Mr Winship's views in my own sketch of the subject in 1913. Although I had used his excellent bibliography I had culpably neglected to read his introductory essay. It was only as my book was in the press that I became aware of his analysis, and the result was its recognition only in a brief footnote.